In an important article published in 2002, H. White made a case for mixed methods in poverty analysis and addressed a number of puzzles arising from conventional oppositions between quantitative and qualitative approaches. One of the examples was the relationship between household size and poverty and the related notion of household economies of scale. This paper revisits this debate and updates it with new contributions on the use and misuse of the "household" in surveys and censuses, particularly in quantitative research designs. Indeed, there is much scope for improving the way quantitative survey designs treat the "household" and for learning from qualitative approaches, especially in poor 
Introduction
This paper focuses on key challenges in the production of data, by contributing to a reflection on burning methodological questions in research on poverty and labour. The article focuses on a key dimension of evidence on poverty and wellbeing: the unit of analysis. Despite the massive growth of research on poverty measurement, its causes and dynamics, methodological challenges persist.
The apparent precision of poverty statistics is at odds with the existence of a chain of imperfections in the generation of data on consumption and assets, from the interview setting to the final global poverty datasets. An important source of potential imprecision is the choice of unit of analysis in poverty studies: the household. Per capita consumption estimates undoubtedly hinge on the precision of consumption calculations at household level and the accuracy of estimates of household size, as will be argued below.
The choice of unit of analysis and implications for the generation and interpretation of evidence on poverty is an important problem that relates to broader debates about the "quantitative-qualitative" divide and the rise of mixed methods (MM) as an increasingly popular approach in development studies. What scholars like Kanbur and Shaffer (2003 and 2007) suggesting that "using the approaches together yields more than the sum of the two approaches used independently" (White 2002, 513) . Earlier debates about the value of combining methods stressed the need for a distinction between types of data (quantitative and qualitative) and types of data collection methods (survey-based or "contextual" ), since the notions of "quantitative" and "qualitative" can take different, contested, meanings (Hentschel 1997 , Booth et al. 1998 , Kanbur 2003 .
A very rich body of literature has since been accumulated on the advantages of MM to overcome barriers to higher quality evidence (Shaffer 2013a and 2013b ), and will not be extensively reviewed here. However, and in order to place the particular topic of this paper within a broader epistemological and methodological debate, some reflections and outcomes of these discussions will be mentioned below.
First, despite the growing awareness of the need to build bridges between qualitative and quantitative traditions, the MM/Q-squared literature has highlighted tensions and challenges. In fact, quantitative and qualitative approaches to understand key development challenges can work both in opposition and in dialogue (Kanbur and Shaffer 2007; White 2002; Bryman 2008 ). Epistemological barriers and defensive "walls" between disciplines sometimes prevent more productive dialogues and synergies, despite potential value added in cross-disciplinarity (Harriss 2002 , Booth et al. 1998 ). The persistent attachment of disciplines to their own particular epistemologies and preferred methods contributes to slow progress towards inter-disciplinarity and reflects continuous tensions between "context" in qualitative research and (Harriss 2002 , Kanbur 2003 . 2 Second, the case for methodological pluralism remains nonetheless compelling, as both research traditions have gained and can still benefit from suitable forms of integration and rethinking of one" s own epistemological and methodological straightjacketing, as cogently argued by Shaffer (2013b) . As Shaffer (2013b) explains, (a) knowledge is partial; (b) conflicting results between different epistemological and methodological traditions are common (that is, "empirical adjudication is imperfect" ); (c) the phenomena under examination are complex and entail a variety of meanings, and (d) there is no single concept of causation in social sciences. 3 These factors together imply that a single method is unlikely to offer satisfactory explanations of complex phenomena in diverse contexts. This also means that there is substantial potential for improvements within each methodological tradition.
One are for improvement directly concerns the focus of this paper. In fact, many assumptions underpinning research on poverty and particularly data collection directly relate to the basics of conceptualization of levels and units of analysis, whether in contextual research of large-N survey research. This article tackles this aspect, highlighting the importance of rigorous MM research to better understand the nature, boundaries and contested meanings of the "household" , which is the critical unit of analysis and observation in poverty research.
After this introduction, Section 2 follows with a critical discussion of the use and abuse of the concept of "household" in poverty research, through various illustrations from well-known anthropological debates and recent contributions to the study of poverty and households in African contexts. Section 3 will propose an alternative approach to household rosters in survey design through MM contributions. The paper will end with concluding remarks on possible challenges on methodological innovations.
Understanding the unit of analysis: challenges on the concept of 'household'
The "household" remains a fundamental unit of analysis and observation in development research and practice, despite an abundant critical literature on its uses and misuses. 4 A basic problem with the rise of uniform concepts of the "household" , particularly in the context of postcolonial Africa, is the way in which this responded to a quest for simplification which had political aims, in contexts where the process of nation state building faced the obstacles of differentiated and weakly integrated societies (Guyer and Peters 1987) .
The emergence of "household models" also resulted from the application of basic analytical frameworks from orthodox neoclassical economics to development issues, especially within agricultural economics and poverty analysis, as well as from the emergence of development practice in the context of development projects that needed suitable units for action and targeting. There is evidence of coexistence of "open" and "closed" households, the latter usually being better captured by national household surveys than the former for obvious reasons. Randall and Coast (2014, 5) also provide examples of "flexible urban households" , that is "large heterogeneous households in compounds, with flows of individuals in and out, often circulating from rural areas, bringing rural produce, working in the city and then returning" . As the authors emphasise, the absence of a widely accepted local word for "household" reflects the obstacles in operationalising such concept for a survey, whether of a small or large N, and underscores the power of interviewers in translating these concepts into something meaningful (Randall et al. 2013) .
Apart from the impact that imperfect definitions of the "household" may have on poverty statistics, there are many other aspects of development and social change that may be affected. For example, there is often evidence of very high mobility of children and young people between households in both rural and urban areas. Leone et al. (2010) and Randall and Coast (2014, 6) analysis when household characteristics vary between fostering households and the "sending" household. If the decisions are located at the latter, collection of data on household characteristics at the former can introduce biases, "so that the relevant household characteristics are missing for children who are fostered in" (White and Masset 2004, 134) . However, the relevant household will depend on the variable of interest. For schooling decisions the "sending" household makes more sense but for test scores characteristics of the fostering household may be more appropriate. This could iomply having to consider two different households for the same observation (child).
These experiments and findings therefore raise serious questions about who is included or not in a household roster, whether the concept and related terms are consistently understood by interviewers and respondents in diverse contexts, whether some consumption decisions should be at the centre, or not, of household definitions, and whether conventional residential criteria lead to systematic biases. Instead, considering a criterion different from physical residence, to be applied consistently, might be compatible with standardisation in large-N studies.
For example, the use of "economic definitions" of the household, that is, the focus on relations of economic dependence (monetary or in-kind contributions, short or long-term) rather than on residential norms based on time spent in the "household" , is likely to be more effective for poverty analysis and labour research (Cramer et al. 2014) . The operationalization of "economic linkages" between notional household members requires an easy and practical As it happens with most MM approaches to research on poverty, labour and other key development issues, these "innovations" are not always straightforward or cost-neutral. This is especially important if scaling-up is encouraged, i.e. if these methods could be streamlined in existing national data collection efforts.
Resistance to change from established institutions in national data collection, especially in poor countries, is reasonably underpinned by concerns over cost and limited capacities. Indeed, substantive qualitative scoping research requires additional time, energy and (human and financial) resources. Likewise, the training and supervision needs of such an approach may be higher than a quick conventional survey, which takes established routines for granted and focuses on the mechanical aspects of the survey administration. A less ideal but perhaps more realistic option is to iteratively improve survey design through focused context-relevant household definition to be applied to a national data collection process, which would unavoidably involve larger numbers of less trained interviewers. The tension between context and standardisation might not be fully resolved but biases could be reduced.
Independently from the chosen approach and innovation however, improvements in training remain a priority for higher quality evidence. This does not mean a systematic need for specialist ethnographers to undertake and facilitate training, since many of the key issues can be conveyed to an audience that has sufficient knowledge of context and of relevant issues rather than higher education degrees or extensive survey experience.
Concluding remarks
This article has built on accumulated evidence on the advantages of MM approaches in development studies, and especially in poverty analysis, of which Howard White has been a long-standing advocate. The article has focused on the uses and misuses of the "household" as the key unit of analysis, a central aspect of research on poverty and labour. There are numerous challenges in the identification of suitable units of analysis and observation, and the debate on the definitions of the "household" has not been settled yet. Inertia and international conventions may also constitute obstacles to innovation in survey design, like the ones proposed in section 3, which could help us avoid the traps described in the much of the critical literature on concepts of household in poverty analysis.
However, the potential gains from revising and changing such conventions outweigh the potential costs and challenges as argued by much of the MM research in development studies. As O" Laughlin (1999, 34) argues, "neither the design nor the interpretation of household surveys is possible without reference to the qualitative and historical information that makes their categories and questions relevant" .
